sports-car racing, the fortunes of the

various series shift with the changing
moods of sponsors, team owners, and rules-
makers. What ishere today may not be here
tomorrow, and what seems like a strong
series this year may be fighting for exis-
tencethe next. Grand Amisgoing through
a“transition” year in 2003 with the Rolex
Sportscar Series, asthey seek to build their
premier Daytona Prototype class while
gradually mergingthe GTSand GT classes
into one. Amid al the changes, the
supporting Grand Am Cup Street Stock
seriesprovides great racing from avariety
of modelsin four different classes.

| n the ever-changing world of professional

86 ROUNDEL « SEPTEMBER 2003

fin old friend and a promising newcomer

score wins af Grand Aim"s

Mid-Ohio Road Racing Classic

Grand Am Cup: Diversity hasaways
been a strong point in Grand Am Cup, as
BMW fans can cheer everything from E36
and E46 M 3sto the 330i, the Z3 coupe, and
thenew Z4 or Mini Cooper Son race week-
ends. Grand Am Cup’srulebook iswritten
to give some of the older cars more speed,
which makes for an interesting combina-
tion of newer BMWs racing against older
ones, all posting similar lap times (see
boxed data). The Mid-Ohio Road Racing
Classic, held in late June, gave fans a
sample of the potential of the TC Kline
Racing Z4s, as well as the continuing
ability of the E36 M3 to win against newer
and more powerful opposition.

TCKIlinehasawealth of knowledge on
preparing BMWs for racing and has been
busy developing the Z4 in Grand Am Cup
this season. Histwo Z4sracein the STI
class against proven Z3 coupes run by
Villaconn Racing and Duane Neyer Motor-
sports, aswell asthe 330i of CSL Racing
and the new Mini Cooper S models from
Nuzzo Motorsports and Sterling Motor-
sports. While the BMW teams are strong,
the prime competition has come from the
Team Lexus 1S300s and the Honda of
America Racing Team (HART) Acuras,
which both receive factory backing.
Another strong opponent has been the
SpeedSource Porsche Boxster.

Despite the competition, the Z4 has
steadily improved dl year. By thethird race
of theseason at Phoenix, theZ4 madeitsfirst
trip to the podium with a third-place finish
by the #92 car. Podium finishes camein the
next two races, aswell, withasecond by the
#12 car at Barber Motorsports Park and
another third by #12 at Cdifornia Speedway.

At the mid-season race at Watkins Glen,
TCKIlineRacing'shard work paid off, with
Don Salama and Steve Pfeffer scoring a
convincing win in the rain—thefirst by a
Z4inproracing. Confidencewashigh trav-
eling to the Buckeye State, asthe moretech-
nical cornersof Mid-Ohio would comple-
ment the Z4's strengths in handling and
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Automatic
Racing's M8
looked splendid
Inqualitying,
putsuifered

first lap that

rearranged the

braking, and they drew first blood in qual-
ifying by sweeping the front row. Drivers
Salamaand Pfeffer wouldn’t look back for
theentire 2.5-hour race, leading all 82 laps
and scoring the team’s second consecutive
victory, followed by a Team Lexus 1S300
and aHART Acura RSX-S. Team Villa-
conn’s Z3 coupe finished fourth.
Grand Am Cup'sGSl| classispopul ated
by amix of American and German sportscars,
with everything from Ford Mustangs and
Pontiac Firebirds to Porsche 911s and Audi
HAs. Nissan's350Z isdsoracinginthisclass
and has shown good potential in its first
season. BMW is represented in GSlI by the
familiar Bell Motorsports E36 M3 driven by
Forrest Barber and Terry Borcheller, and Auto-
matic Racing’'sM3s. The Bell M3 has been
fast thisyear but hashad somebad luck. Nev-
ertheless, they scored thefirss BMW winin
GSlI this season at California Speedway,
where Borcheller aso set thefastest racelap.
Automatic Racing hasbeeninteresting to
follow thisyesr, asthey areracing anew E46
M3 along with amore developed E36 M3.
Their drivers have been afamiliar sight on
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The Picchio can throw flames with the
. _best, but has been anon-factor in

the podium, with the #09 E36 M3 of Jep
Thornton and David Russdll making it tothe
podiuminthreeof thefirst four races. Devel-
opment of the E46 M3 has paid dividends,
with Terry Earwood and Eric VanCleef
putting the car on the podium at Phoenix.
Coming into Mid-Ohio, BMW was rep-
resented by only two M3sin GSII. Automatic
Racing'sE46 M3 blew anengineat Cdifor-
nia Speedway and did not race at Watkins
Glenor Mid-Ohio, astheteam dected tofocus
on the E36 car, particularly since there was
little downtime between races. Thornton and
Russell started from fourth at Mid-Ohio and
reached second place by Turn One, but onthe
firgt Igp they had Corvette contact that required
alengthy visittothepits. Meanwhile, Forrest
Barber wasrunning asteady racein the Bell
Motorsports M3, moving the car from ninth
to second beforehanding it off to Borcheller.
Hegave chaseto theleading Mustang Cobra
SVT, posting thefastest racelap and passing
the Mustang onthelast 1ap for thewin.
Rolex Sportscar Series: It hasbeen a
strange year for the Rolex Sportscar Series,
asthe new premier class of Daytona Proto-

The Marcus Md@torsports M3
remains in thfe GT champi-

onship hunt, thghks to persis-
tence and deternfination on the
part of the drifers and team.

types (DP) evolves and Grand Am triesto
establish that classwhile retaining GT and
GTSteams. There have been only four DP
teamsrunning consistently inthe series, with
two Porsche-powered Fabcarsfrom Brumos
Racing, the Chevy-powered Doran of Bell
Motorsports, and the M5-powered Picchio
of G&W Motorsports. Whether you likethe
carsor not, there hasbeen somegreat racing
in the DP class among the Brumos and
Bell cars, with enough fender-banging and
passing going on that it almost makes the
awkward appearance of the carsirrelevant.
Unfortunately, the M5-powered Picchio
DPhas not been acontender. The car hasa
good powerplant and a strong team with
firg-ratedrivers, but the car just hasn’t come
along nearly as quickly as the other DPs
have. The Picchio isreasonably quick when
it'sworking right, but often ends up behind
GTSand even GT teams by the end of the
race asthey experience myriad problems. At
Homestead, the cockpit of the car was so
hot that driver Darren Law had blisterson
hisfeet at theend of hisstint, and afiredur-
ing the pit stop didn’t help. At Phoenix, a
racethat raninto thenight, the car had faulty
headlights and the team had to resort to a
flashlight and duct tape to finish the race.
G&W had the Picchio working better
by therace at Barber Motorsports Park, but
had contact with another car that brokethe
steering rack. Bad luck continued at both
California and Watkins Glen as electrical
and handling problems put the car out of
contention. At Mid-Ohio, the problems con-
tinued, asthe car qualified fourth in class
and ninth overall—behind several GTS
cars—and finished last in DP and eighth
overall. You have to wonder how long
G&W Motorsports will keep putting time
and money into playing catch-up with acar
whose potentid isdoubtful at best. The Bell
M otorsports Doran won the race overall
from pole position, taking home winsin
both Grand Am Cup and the Rolex Series.





